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T
he United Nations Development Pro-
gram recently lauded India’s Aspira-
tional Districts Programme (ADP) for
significant improvements in health,
nutrition and education outcomes since
its inception. It happens to be the

world’s largest initiative in results-based govern-
ance, reaching 250 million people in 112 aspira-
tional districts across India. The ADP model relies 
on an innovative 3C approach of competition, con-
vergence and collaboration. By fostering competi-
tion among districts, enabling convergence of 
schemes, and promoting collaboration across and 
beyond government, the programme places a razor-
sharp focus on achieving results, with the data on its 
impact available for all to see. 

Data is at the very foundation of the ADP. Every 
month, districts are ranked based on the progress 
they have made on key indicators of health, educa-
tion, agriculture, basic infrastructure, financial 
inclusion and skills development. This opens up a 
realm of possibilities for policymakers, for it not 
only helps in better understanding and identifying 
areas of intervention, but also allows for an accurate 
assessment of the effectiveness and impact of inter-
ventions undertaken. 

When I look back upon the time I was serving as
the district collector in Kozhikode, Kerala, it was a 
completely different scenario. Lack of data would 
severely hinder and delay the understanding of our 
performance in critical areas such as health, educa-
tion and sanitation, besides others. We had little 
scope or available avenues for quantifying progress 
in a dynamic matter, limiting our ability to posi-
tively intervene. There was a typical lag of at least 
4-5 years for any data collected to become available 
and thus there would be delays in the assessment 
and evaluation of the district’s critical indicators.

Today, the scenario has completely changed with
the widespread availability of high-speed internet 
and mobile phones. The proliferation and adoption 
of technology has been a game-changer in making 
data available in near real-time. Once these data 
streams are established, technology can further be 
used to validate and improve data quality, creating 
the possibility of exploring the use of AI and other 
advanced analytical tools for deriving insights that 
inform decisions and improve service delivery. 

In the context of data collection, there is little or
no cost associated with administrative data, since 
departments already collect such data independent 
of the ADP to administer their programmes effec-
tively. In addition, this data is collected at the most 
granular levels and reported at a high frequency. 
However, in the context of data quality, there is a 
need to continuously monitor and strengthen 
administrative data. Given capacity constraint-
related errors in data entry and aggregation, lack of 
standardization and skewed incentives to inflate 

data and other data-related issues, there is a risk that 
the collated data does not conform to the required 
quality benchmarks. Without quality, data cannot 
serve as a meaningful signal of districts’ socio-eco-
nomic outcomes, nor can it help district authorities 
make evidence-driven programmatic decisions. 

A rigorous and lean approach to data-driven 
governance: Over the last three years, the ADP has 
provided a scalable template for harnessing the 
speed, granularity and affordability of administra-
tive data, while strengthening data quality. We built 
a public dashboard to transparently display district 
ranks, thereby creating an important accountability 
mechanism. We commissioned third-party house-
hold surveys to get independent district-level data 
on the monitored sectoral outcomes. We also built 
automated systems for data quality checking and 
worked closely with districts to address the issues 
that these systems detected. 

In the next phase of ADP, Niti Aayog is building 
on these initiatives to further unlock the power of 
administrative data to foster systems change and 
improve lives on the ground. Our new strategy will 
deploy three levers to improve data quality. 

The first lever is improving the rigour of existing
scheme-supervision processes. For most major 
government schemes, supervisors already conduct 
regular sample-based quality checks at sub-district 
levels. This is a great opportunity to ensure that 
quality problems are identified and corrected 
upstream. There are a few different ways that we 
will approach this. The selection of visits will be 
appropriately randomized to cover all types of geo-
graphies and beneficiaries within a district. A stan-
dardized verification protocol will be followed, 
ensuring consistency across districts, and we will 
provide a mobile application to help supervisors 
efficiently document useful photo, audio and GPS 
data during their visits. 

The second lever is targeted, frequent third-party
back-checking of administrative data. Independent 
surveyors will verify a sub-sample of the beneficia-
ries checked during administration-led checks to 
ascertain whether the services they reportedly 

received were in fact received; whether the reality 
as reported by supervisors is representative of the 
ground reality. These independent back-checks are 
to be implemented with statistical rigour, deploying 
various methods, including field surveys, phone 
surveys and remotely-conducted photo, audio, 
video and GPS audits. Establishing cost-effective 
methods for independent verification will be key to 
this model’s sustainability. Given the large scale 
and increased rigour of administration-led checks, 
third-party checks will be targeted for relevant data 
points and number of beneficiaries covered, therby 
minimizing additional costs. Frequent independent 
verification of administrative data will help recali-
brate the incentives of supervisors, who know their 
work will be checked and will therefore run their 
own checks with greater fidelity. Providing regular, 
granular feedback to district authorities will help 
improve local capacity to monitor and fix data qual-
ity for improvements that are sustained over time. 

Finally, for a programme that tracks over 80 data
points from 112 districts across the country, it is not 
feasible to rely on third-party checks exclusively. 
The third lever therefore taps the power of automa-
tion to check large volumes of data efficiently, regu-
larly, and with minimal human intervention. We 
will build an open-source widget that runs core 
quality checks and delivers user-friendly feedback 
reports for district authorities. 

Improving lives with better data: Results-based 
governance ultimately aims to improve govern-
ment service delivery by giving decision-makers the 
tools and incentives to craft appropriate policies 
and programmes. To this end, unlocking the power 
of administrative data is critical. I believe Niti 
Aayog’s data quality strategy for ADP can be 
adopted as a template by government agencies in 
India and across the world. This is not only about 
amplifying the transformative power of the innova-
tive approach deployed as part of the ADP, but also 
about harnessing the potential of administrative 
data to implement better programmes, design 
robust policies and ultimately transform lives in 
India and across the world.

Our ADP model will unlock the 
power of data to improve lives

India’s aspirational districts programme could count on the support of a new strategy to improve data-driven governance

A
s per India’s 2015-16 health survey,
one in every three children in the
country is stunted, more than 50% of

adolescent girls and pregnant women are
anaemic, and almost 80% mothers do not
receive full antenatal care during their preg-
nancy. Data from phase one of the National
Family Health Survey-5, 2019-20 also points
to a gloomy reality. If this was the scenario
when all government-run health and nutri-
tion programmes were fully functional and
easily accessible, imagine the situation since
2020, when India was hit by covid. 

After over a year of full and partial lock-
downs and a devastating second wave of
covid infections in April 2021, the situation
remains bleak. There has been a decline in
the uptake of health services like antenatal
check-ups, counselling and consumption of
micronutrient supplements among preg-
nant women. Dietary diversity has decreased
significantly due to the food insecurity trig-
gered by the pandemic, resulting in adverse
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maintaining smooth production and a strong
supply chain is critical to ensure their availa-
bility without disruption. The pandemic also
provides an opportunity to the government
to adopt fortified staples nationwide in its
safety-net programmes, the impact of which
could multiply with the ‘One Nation, One
Card’ initiative. 

The path ahead: While the country pre-
pares for future waves of covid and mutations
of the virus, it must be recognized that nutri-
tion cannot wait. Good nutrition is of founda-
tional importance for children’s cognitive
development, in addition to a reduced bur-
den of non-communicable diseases, positive
birth outcomes, a reduction in stunting,
improved immunity and lifelong protection
against infections and illnesses. 

The Supreme Court’s recent directive to
register migrant workers under the public
distribution system and distribute dry
rations to them will be critical in providing
food security. However, to help resolve
India’s malnutrition crisis, it is critical that
policymakers look beyond empty calorie
intake and shift their focus to the provision
of nutritious food. Without urgent and sig-
nificant consideration given to nutrition as
part of our national covid response, the mal-
nutrition crisis will only deepen. 

ments and boost immunity. Many state gov-
ernments have made commendable moves
to re-energize micronutrient supplementa-
tion initiatives like the distribution of iron
and folic acid and calcium tablets to pregnant
women and adolescent girls through home
visits, and the continuation of bi-annual vita-

min A supplementation to
children during calendar-
marked Village Health &
Nutrition Days.

Food fortification: In the
context of the pandemic,
food fortification becomes
even more important, given
its ability to improve the
health of large segments of
the population without
direct contact. Fortified sta-
ples can provide popula-
tions the basic micronutri-
ents needed by them.

India has led its food for-
tification sprint with mandatory universal
salt iodization. Many Indian states like Mad-
hya Pradesh, Kerala and Odisha have intro-
duced fortified staples like double-fortified
salt and fortified rice in their social safety net
programmes to the benefit of millions of peo-
ple in marginalized communities. However,

that fills stomachs as well as nourishes the
body and spirit  with nutrients to survive and
thrive.

The disruptions caused by the pandemic
have further emphasized the need for local
nutritious foods and community-based initi-
atives to tackle food and nutrition insecurity.
The Poshan Matka initia-
tive in Madhya Pradesh
and the promotion of
nutrition gardens in Uttar
Pradesh, for example, help
promote dietary diversity
and the inclusion of nutri-
ent-rich local and afforda-
ble food items. 

Providing necessary
nutrition through diversi-
fied food sources is a safe
and universally-accepted
method of addressing a
nutrition crisis. However,
with changes in cropping
patterns, lifestyles, food habits and economic
pursuits, ensuring adequate quantities of
diversified food still seems to be a challenge.

Micronutrient supplementation: One of the
crucial steps towards nutrition security is the
provision of micronutrient supplementa-
tion, which can help fulfil nutrition require-

consequences on maternal and child nutri-
tion. Studies show that an alarming 90% of
households reported suffering a reduction in
food intake and 66% had less to eat than
before the pandemic. Schools continue to
remain shut, disrupting access to mid-day
meals for the underprivileged and weekly
iron and folic acid supplementation. The
availability of nutritious food and micronu-
trient supplements supplied through India’s
social safety net programmes have become
erratic as a result of disrupted supply chains.
The deadly second wave, which took away
earning members of many families, has left
many households vulnerable and struggling
for basic food. 

Undoubtedly, covid has brought with it a
malnutrition storm, which is unwinding all
the development gains that the country has
made so far.

Food and nutrition security: While policy-
makers are adapting food security pro-
grammes to current needs, it is also crucial to
consider the ‘hidden hunger’ among popula-
tions, especially among those with special
dietary and nutritional requirements like
pregnant and lactating women, adolescent
girls and children. 

Tackling this malnutrition crisis requires
a far-sighted dual approach of providing food

Nutrition security should be part of our covid response 

Food hand-outs 

have helped but 

India’s policy 

focus must shift 

to nutritional  

goals beyond 

calorie intake
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A
s the Taliban entered the Afghan
capital of Kabul on Sunday, univer-
sity lecturers gathered their female

students for some final goodbyes. Telling
the shocked young women “we may not
meet again”, the lecturers, along with every-
one else, were evacuated, and Afghan uni-
versities, along with schools, offices and
shops, were shuttered. I spoke by phone
with Aisha Khurram, one of those students
whose academic dreams have been cut
short. There are thousands more like her.
The 22-year-old is in the final semester of
her international relations degree at Kabul
University. With just two months left, she
says, “now it seems I will never graduate.”
Her monograph was on United Nations
Security Council reforms and how they’ll
affect special missions in countries like
Afghanistan. Just one more thing the world
will be deprived of now that the Taliban are
back in power.

In Herat, the country’s third largest city,
which fell to the Taliban on Thursday, girls
who showed up at their universities were
turned away, Khurram says. “The education
system is collapsing.” There is, however,
one business that is booming. In the provin-
ces, burkha shops are reopening and the
thick, blue garments that cover a woman’s
body from head to toe, are becoming an
expensive, must-have item. Though not for
everyone. “I am seeing a lot of women who
did not experience the previous Taliban
period who are saying, ‘We will not adopt
this oppressive dress’,” says Khurram, who
was the Afghan Youth Representative to the
United Nations in 2019. “I do not know what
will happen to the younger generation....
They were coding. They were so brilliant.
Now they are all sitting at home wondering
what will happen. This generation formed
the modern Afghanistan.”

There’s a meeting of Taliban and Afghan
government leaders in Doha on Monday,
where negotiations are expected to take
place for a peaceful transfer of power. All
Afghans can do is wait and worry. There
were reports Sunday of dozens of helicopter
flights over Kabul as the US and other
nations rushed to evacuate their citizens,
leaving Afghans to their fate. 

The Taliban hold most of the country,
from the provinces to the regional capitals,
the border crossings with most of the six
neighbouring countries and now Kabul,
well before the full withdrawal of US troops
on 31 August. The Taliban have instructed
their fighters to stay at the gates of Kabul
until talks have concluded, although foot-
age of the group’s leaders in the presidential
palace late Sunday was symbolic of just how

far citizens’ democratic dreams have fallen.
That is the stark reality for Afghans,

including the thousands of displaced people
who’ve poured into the capital to escape the
group’s draconian rule, as reports filter in of
ugly reprisal killings, women ordered from
their workplaces and into their homes, men
told to grow beards and girls forbidden from
attending school. In the tried and true play-
book of militia all over the world, young
men are pressured to join their ranks. 

Many Afghans are still speaking out, with
some, like Muska Dastageer, a lecturer at
the Kabul-based American University of
Afghanistan, directly engaging with Taliban
spokesmen on Twitter. “Afghans are done
being victims. Afghan women will not hide.
We will not be afraid,” Dastageer tweeted to
Suhail Shaheen, a member of the group’s
negotiating committee. “The glare of the
whole world is on Afghanistan, on Kabul, on
Taliban and what they do.”

It’s hard to avoid the word betrayal. From
the moment former President Donald
Trump approved the deal between the US
and the Taliban—signed on 29 February last
year—that excluded the elected Afghan
government, the writing was on the wall. It
called for an initial drawdown of US troops
and the release of 5,000 Taliban prisoners.
The Taliban pledged to cut ties with all ter-
rorists, prevent Afghan territories from
becoming militant havens and to engage in
peace talks that were meant to lead to a
ceasefire and an end to decades of war. 

They got the troop withdrawal, and many
of those prisoners who were released have
since taken up arms. What’s missing? Any
sign the Taliban will fulfill their end of the
bargain. That the US allowed this to happen
will dent America’s diplomatic stature for
years to come. President Ashraf Ghani,
whose government—mired in allegations of
corruption and incompetence—failed to
unite warlords behind the Afghan National
Army, reportedly left the country Sunday
with a coterie of aides.

People are in shock, Khurram says. There
are no tears—no one understands what to
feel any more. Traffic choked the capital as
panicked residents raced to reach home.
Electricity has been out since Sunday, so it’s
only a few can watch TV news and monitor
Twitter for any signs of what the Taliban
might do next. “People want to leave but the
borders are closed.”  ©BLOOMBERG

The only boom business now 
in Afghanistan is burkha sales

Shocked Afghan women stare at a bleak future under Taliban rule
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